And What Government Can t Do 


One of the persistent threads fan- 
ning through conversations about the 
mind-numbing tragedy at Jonestown, 
Guyana, is that, the US. government 
was somehow at fault. 

The FBI, the CIA, the State Depart- 
ment— somebody— should have done 
something to stop Jim Jones and his fol- 
lowers before they went off the deep 
■end.' . l'/' r ■ i 'i ' •• 

Perhaps the clearest statement of the 
theme came in a recent column by Carl 
T. Rowan: 

“The gruesome tragedy in Guyana is 
an appalling example of governmental 
f ailure to act,” he wrote, “primarily be- 
cause government officials are timid 
about breaching sanctuaries of ‘reli- 
gion*-:;,. 

“It Is easy enough for the State De- 
partment, the FBI, the army and a host 
of other agencies to spring to action 
after a congressman and a news team 
are murdered and more than 700 {now 
at least 912] members of the Peoples 
Temple are found dead.” 

. No less than Rowan and others who 
tire faulting the timidity of the govern- 
ment, I wish the stupefying tragedy in 
Guyana could have been averted. Per- 
haps it could have been, if there had 
been some solid evidence that Jones 
had threatened beforehand to do in 900 
— or nine or even one — of his followers. 

We did know some things that were 
deeply disturbing to a lot of us. We 
knew that Jones’s followers seemed to 
have an unhealthy commitment to him, 
that thousands and thousands of dol- 
lars in Social Security and welfare 
checks were being endorsed over to the 
Peoples Temple, that hundreds of his 
members were signing their property 
a the organization and that there exist- 


ed the opportunity for someone to be- 
come awfully rich as a result 
But what action would we have 
wanted the government to take? 

Before answering that question with 
regard to Jim Jones and his Peoples • 
Temple, ask yourself what government 
action you would recommend in the 
following situation: 

You learn that a group of women, all 
of them single, many of them smilingly 
naive and some of them, quite frankly, 
“different" has been taken to some 
remote place and hidden away from 
the public view. 

You learn that they have been talked 
into giving up their personal property 
for the good of the organization and 
that they now.live in unbelievably mod- 
est circumstances, working long, ardu- 
ous hours for little or no pay. Even on 
those rare occasions when they are per- 
mitted to leave the compound, they 
must be accompanied by at least one 
other member. 

r For all you know, many of them may 
wish to escape, but perhaps they fear 
for their lives if they try to get away. 
Maybe someone has convinced them 
that some unspeakable thing worse 
than physical death will be their lot if 
they turn on their overseers. You sim- 
ply don’t know. 

Question: Would you urge a govern- 
ment investigation of the organizati&n 
to see what was going on? Or 'would 
you scream bloody anti-Catholic mur- 
der if the FBI raided the convent? 

The point is, some things that look 
terrible when they, are done by mem- 
bers of “cults” seem perfectly all right 
when they are done by members of es- 
tablished religions. 

At what point does it become the gov* 


’emmefit’s role to decide which reli- 
gious group is legitimate and which is 
only a “cult”? 

Should Abraham have been’ con- 
victed of attempted murder when he , 
tricked his son Isaac up the mountain 
to do him in? 

Should Moses have been brought up 
on charges for taking the children of Is- 
rael off into the wilderness, away from 
the fleshpots of Egypt, risking mass 
starvation in the pr ocess? 

Should Jesus of Nazareth have been 
treated as a public threat (He was so 
treated) for talking ordinary hardwork- 
ing citizens into quitting their jobs and 
abandoning their families in pursuit of 
His farfetched promises? 

The point is not that Jim Jones (or Eli- 
jah Muhammed or Brother Gene Ewing 
or Rev. Ike) can be compared with Abra- 
ham, Moses or Jesus, the point is that all 
Of these leaders were seen by their con- - 
temporaries as smooth-talking slicksters, 
and their followers were seen as naive 
fools. ■ I- ■ 

But it is not against the law to he 
either slick or naive. The government 
must tread with great care in protecting 
people who do not wish to be protected. 

And it must be a thousand times 
more careful when the impulse is to 
protect people from what appear to be 
misguided religious beliefs. 

A lot of things Went wrong— inside 
Jim Jones’s head, among his followers 
and in the American society at large— 
to produce the tragedy at Jonestown. 

But I’m not sure it’s fair to lay much 
of the blame at the feet of governmen- 
tal “timidity.” 

There are some things the govern- 
ment can’t do for us— and shouldn’t 
even try. .a 



